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Waiting for It
b y D eborah Atherton
She would sign online, very late at night— after
midnight. She had learned the exact moment when
men kissed their wives goodnight and said, “I’m
just going to go finish up a few things from work
before 1hit the sack, honey.” She knew that, instead
of working, the men would go to their computers
in a desperate search to assuage the loneliness they
felt, climbing into that bed.
She had written a screen profile with a few
delicate facts about herself, which displayed intel
ligence, demureness, and use of correct grammar.
She knew that, before they finally gave up the day
and went to bed, the men would hunt for women
they thought might talk to them, even though they
were married and bound to stay that way. The men
who picked her were almost always educated, wellto-do, married for many years to the mother of their
children. They ran companies. They made incomes
in six figures. They had already planned prosperous
retirements and provided for their children’s tuition
funds. Most likely, they were turning fifty, or maybe
even sixty. Such men look for women to contact;
they do not want women to contact them. They are
members of the last generation to grow up with
mothers who stayed home and fathers who went to
the office. They like to be in charge. They need to be
in charge. But life is slipping away from them, the
years are rushing on, and despite the wife waiting
in the king-sized bed between designer sheets, the
children sleeping downstairs in teenaged bedrooms
with bright posters, or safely packed away to a good
college, they feel terribly, horribly, unbelievably
alone.
She used to feel alone, too, but somehow that
feeling had passed. She did not live her life the way
these men lived their lives. She had seen herself dif
ferently, as an artist, as someone pursuing a higher
calling. For a while, she had painted. For a long
time after that, she had been a potter and had run a
little pottery store on 11thAvenue, offering classes
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to children and beautiful, bright, splashily- glazed
pots for sale. She had bought the building in the
early ‘80s for almost nothing down, when the city
was desperate to get people into the far West Side;
she had always earned enough to live on, but never
enough to save.
She had had romances with a variety o f men,
with stockbrokers and musicians and lawyers and
contractors, but somehow none of these had stuck.
The contractor had been working for the firm that
bought out the building the pottery store was in to
build a new apartment building with a grocery store
downstairs. He had secured a nice buyout for her,
which she had taken with gratitude. After fifteen
years, she was tired of muddy fingers and crying
children. The contractor had also arranged a nice
deal for her on an apartment in the new building, so
nice that it still left her part of her buyout to live on
for quite a while. The contractor was married, her
first married lover, and lived in Forest Hills, but he
came to visit her on Tuesdays and Thursdays in her
new apartment for two years, until he and his wife
retired early and moved to North Carolina.
He gave her a little laptop computer as a goingaway present. She had told him she might like to try
writing children’s books, and he had offered this to
her “to keep her from being lonely after he left.”
She had never tried to get him to leave his wife,
and he was intensely grateful for what he perceived
as her generosity, which accounted for his gener
osity in return. But it had simply never occurred
to her to ask him to marry her. He had already
helped her get an apartment and a buyout, and he
still brought her a present every Thursday: flow
ers, a small piece of jewelry, a box of chocolates.
He took her out for dinners in attractive, discreet
restaurants. He had done enough.
She liked his Tuesday and Thursday visits, but
she was very content the rest of her week, living her
life. She went to Wednesday matinees on Broadway

W aiting

for It

Photo (detail) by Joel Kendall

and Friday morning concerts at the Philharmonic.
She ran into her old college roommate at a reunion
she had finally felt comfortable enough to go to,
with her new access to nice clothes and good shoes.
She had cut her artist’s mop of hair, too, and it
now lay sleek and close to her head, just like all
the other women at the reunion. She and her old
roommate had become friends again, and her room
mate nominated her for the Cosmopolitan Club.
She went there at least once a week to have lunch
with her roommate or one of the women she had
been introduced to there. Some of the women were
businesswomen, though on a grander scale than
she had ever been; some were wives or had careers
as playwrights or painters or interior decorators
supported by their husbands’ large incomes. When
people asked her what she did, she said she wrote
children’s books. They seldom pursued the topic
further. No one ever asked her to name a title.
When the contractor moved to North Carolina,
though, for a while she did feel lonely. She would

open her little laptop and try to begin a children’s
story, but nothing much came to her. She thought
she might like to write a story about a cat, but she
didn’t have a cat, and she didn’t want a cat; they were
demanding, in their way, cats. Still, people seemed
to buy books about them, and she thought she might
give it a try, if only she could get a good idea.
In order to get a good idea, she had subscribed
to an online service, which she found fascinating
and full of information and diversion. It made her
feel better that she was using her gift, which was
small and light and perfect, and which she kept on
her kitchen table, drinking many cups of coffee
through the night. She tried chat rooms and mes
sage boards; she looked at matchmaking services;
she learned how to google and how to send instant
messages. She learned quite a bit about cats, too,
one way and another. She even started trying out
a few sentences of a book. “Once there was a cat
called Selwyn....” Selwyn was the name of the
contractor who had moved to Asheville.
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But it wasn’t until one night when she couldn't
sleep, when the lobster lunch at the Cosmo Club
refused to settle in her stomach, and she had gotten
up for a cup of camomile tea and idly turned on the
computer, that she discovered her special gift. She
could attract men from thousands of miles away,
from all over the country, just by sitting there qui
etly, as still as she could be, drinking her hot drink.
She had a little photo of herself to send them; she
looked good, but not frighteningly good, in her
nice haircut and nice clothes, with an especially
attentive expression on her face.
Out o f nowhere came her first m essage.
“Sarah?” the words popped up on her screen. Her
screen name was SimplySarah. Her real name was
Melinda, but she had been warned not to use her
real name online. She looked at it for a moment,
not knowing who was being summoned, then
remembered her moniker. “Yes?” she typed in,
curiously.
“Hi, Frank here. From Philadelphia. You’re up
late.”
She considered for a moment. “Tummy trou
bles,” she finally typed in.
“Too bad. Hope you feel better soon. Until you
do, would you like to chat?”
“About what?” she had asked.
“Anything. Nothing. Tell me about you.”
“1 write children’s books,” she typed in.
“Really? That’s interesting. I’m in investment
banking. Lately though I’ve been thinking, maybe
it’s not too late to try something else.”
“What kind of thing do you think you might
like to do?”
“Oh, who knows. Maybe open a bed and break
fast. Or a restaurant. I’ve been teaching myself to
cook, and I really love it.”
She was later to learn that this was the hallmark
of the men who contacted her online late at night.
They had ideas about changing their lives. Ideas
that were completely out of sync with the way they
were living now, ideas that would never, ever be
realized, but filled the boring hours between din-
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ner and bedtime. She felt completely accepting
of these ideas herself; she knew they were not so
different than her planned book about a cat named
Selwyn.
Frank was the first one she met, and the first
one to meet her in person. She took the train to
Philadelphia, and a taxi to the Warwick Hotel. He
was waiting for her, sitting in an old wing chair, a
martini with three olives in front of him. He rose
eagerly when she came in. He was wearing a very
expensive suit; when she had spent all her days
up to her elbows in clay, she had never noticed
suits, but now that she had leisure, and a few good
suits herself, she was very conscious of how men
dressed. Suits and watches, those were the key.
You could never tell anything by haircuts, even
very wealthy men seemed a little clueless about
haircuts, especially if the hairline was receding, as
Frank's clearly was, slowly, and not unattractively,
but discernibly.
“Sarah?” he asked. She had never gotten around
to telling him her name was really Melinda. After
all, it wasn’t real, their relationship; it was a thing
existing in the ether, for all the typed confidences
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and even an occasional whispered conversation,
conducted on cell phones, after Frank’s household
was asleep.
“Frank?” she asked in return. Although that was
silly, o f course it was him. Who else would come
up and call her by that made-up name?
“What are you drinking?” he asked.
In acknowledgment of their belonging in some
sense to a different era, an era before Cosmo
politans and Long Island Iced Teas, she ordered a
whiskey sour. She could see ordering it made him
happy. They were playing at something, in this hotel
bar, something sophisticated, something of the 50s,
when men in gray flannel suits met women who
worked in advertising agencies in hotel lobbies for
whispered conversations. She reflected that they
might have been better off in black-and-white,
although, in truth, it was dim enough to pass for a
nicely washed-out sepia film.
After an hour of animated conversation, Frank
asked her if she was hungry. She was, very. He
took her to an elegant restaurant, and they ordered
oyster stew and salmon and a bottle of wine. He
seemed extraordinarily happy, on top of the world.
He talked as if he hadn’t talked for years to any
one, about his job, about his children, about turn
ing forty, and then turning fifty, and wondering if
anything ever would look like it was in Technicolor
again. She said she knew exactly what he meant;
wasn’t that extraordinary, she felt just that way
too. In truth, she didn’t; she herself was feeling
a kind of contentment in middle age that she had
never expected. But she did understand how he
felt; Selwyn had seemed to feel exactly the same
way. She had given Selwyn respite, and he had
appreciated it, greatly, though by the time he was
close to sixty, he had seemed to reconcile himself
to his life more and had gone off quite happily to
Asheville in the end.
At the end of the dinner, Frank leaned over to
her. “Please don’t think I expected you’d say yes,
but I took a chance, I booked a room at the hotel
for you. It’s so late, it’s a long way back ... please
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don’t be offended.”
“Why should I be offended?” she asked. “That’s
a very nice thing to do.”
They went back to the hotel, and they went
upstairs, and she let him make love to her, and laid
back, dreamily content afterward, as he dressed
and apologized.
“I’m so sorry,” he said. “I’ve got to go back.”
“Of course,” she said. “Of course you do.”
“Listen,” he said, “don’t be offended, but I’d
feel terrible if this ended up costing you anything.
Please let this be my treat. Let me pay for the taxi
and the train—charge anything you want on room
service—please, I insist.”
“OK,” she said.
She hardly noticed afterward that he had left
her more than enough for the taxi and the train.
She took her time going home the next day, did a
little shopping, caught a late afternoon train home.
She was back on her computer that evening, and
so was Frank.
“Hi,” she read in her Instant Message.
“Hi,” she typed. “I had a wonderful time.”
“Me, too.”
“Would you consider—would you like—to do
it again?”
“Why not?” He was nice, he reminded her of
happy, easy times. There was only one hitch. “I just
wish it weren’t so far away,” she typed.
“I’d come to you, but—”
“I know, it’s okay.”
“Listen, how about if I—how would you feel
if I—helped you to get here?”
“You have a helicopter?” she joked.
“What you need is a car.”
She considered. As a Manhattanite, she nor
mally only drove rentals, on weekends or vacations,
but her new apartment was in a building with a
garage.
“I just—the apartment took most of my savings.
I’d like to see you, but—”
“Let me help. Sarah— I’d really like to see
you.”
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Finally, she accepted. It wasn’t such a big thing. over. Can I help you in some way? You sound
She was a little worried at first about how they upset.”
would do this— and about having not told him her
“Upset! O f course I’m upset! H e’s seeing
real name; the moment she was registering a car someone else! He’s probably seeing you, you’re
seemed really late to be doing that—but in the end, probably lying!”
all he did was give her the name of a car dealer on
“My name’s Melinda,” said Melinda. “The only
1l lhAvenue and a time to show up. When she got person I’m seeing is my fiance, we’re getting mar
there and told the dealer her real name, he was ried in May.” She was proud of herself for that; it
unworried.
sounded very convincing. “To tell you the truth, I
“Happens all the time,” he said. “We all have thought I’d never get married, I’m forty-six, you
our little secrets.”
know.”
And so she began a weekly pilgrimage to Phil
Her age seemed to more reassuring to Frank’s
adelphia. It was just like seeing Selwyn, except wife than the fiance lie had been. “Forty-six? You’re
only once a week. They always met in a hotel bar, getting married? I’m sorry, I’m being ridiculous,
then had dinner, then went upstairs. The program aren’t I? Where did you meet your fiance?”
did not vary, nor did the sex. Like Selwyn, he gave
“You’ll never believe this,” said Melinda.
her little gifts, but his were a little grander. Mostly “On the Internet. On one of those matchmaking
they talked. He seemed starved for conversation. services.”
She couldn’t understand it. Did people go for years
“Eve never known anyone who actually met
without talking? Perhaps they did.
anyone that way,” said Frank’s wife, now completely
She had been meeting him for almost a year distracted. Melinda wondered how many gimlets
when her cell phone rang, oddly, at nearly mid she had had before making the phone call. “You
night. It was a camomile tea night; she had been know, you’re my age exactly; I didn’t know people
up, looking up cat behavior on her computer and our age did that. I thought it was for kids.”
considering adding a sentence to her children’s
“Well, it wasn’t easy,” said Melinda. “But I had
book. It was Frank’s number; she answered.
to try. I’ve never been married, I just didn’t want
“Sarah?” a woman’s voice demanded loudly. to grow old alone.”
It was a husky voice, drenched, at least at the mo
“Frank and I have been married for twenty-five
ment, in alcohol.
years. Right out of college.”
Melinda thought for a moment. Clearly, there
“I envy you,” said Melinda. “I wish I had had
was only one possible identity for the woman on that. Do you have children?”
the other end of the line. She had to be careful.
“Two,” the woman said proudly, then added,
“I’m sorry,” she said, very softly and in her sadly, “The second one is off to college in the
best Cosmo Club tones. “You must have the wrong fall.”
number.”
“That will be a big change,” said Melinda.
“How can I have the wrong number, it’s written
“I’ve been thinking of going back and doing my
right here, in his wallet!”
master’s in English literature. I never got to.”
Men always thought their wallets were somehow
“That sounds good,” said Melinda. “Look, you
sacrosanct territory, when, if you thought about it, know, you sound like you have a great family and a
wallets were really the center of attraction.
lot to look forward to. I wouldn’t worry about some
“I just got this cell phone,” said Melinda. “I silly number in a wallet. It could be anything—does
suppose it could have been someone else’s number. your husband have clients?”
They wouldn’t let me keep mine when I switched
“Yes,” said the woman. “Yes, of course he does.
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There was a moment of silence.
O f course. But, there was something about this
“Thank you,” he said. “I owe you.”
number— no last name—”
“You owe me nothing,” said Melinda.
“It’s late,” said Melinda. “You’re tired. You must
“But I’d like to leave you a little something—a
be, I am. Go to bed, get some sleep. I’m sure it’s
nothing. Sometimes late at night things look so goodbye gift. I know we can’t see each other any
more. I’ll leave it for you at the Warwick, to call
much worse than they really are.”
“You’re right,” said the woman. “And—you for.”
“Thanks,” said Melinda. “You don’t have to.”
know— good luck in May! 1 hope you can be as
“Neither did you.”
happy as we’ve been!”
“Tell her you think graduate school is a great
“I hope so, too,” said Melinda. “Thanks.”
idea.”
“Thank YOU,” said the woman.
She went down to Philadelphia the next week.
As soon as she hung up, Melinda rang up Frank.
She knew he’d be at his club, playing poker, he When she went to the desk at the Warwick, the
clerk remembered her, smiled, and handed her a
always was on Thursday nights.
small package, beautifully wrapped. She opened
“Your wife just called me,” she said.
it in the bar—it was a white gold pin with a large
“Christ,” said Frank.
diamond.
She would never wear such a thing, but
“I convinced her 1 was someone else,” said
Melinda. “But I’m going to cancel this cell phone it had its own loveliness. She put it in her purse,
next to her new cell phone, and after a nice Italian
tomorrow, I never want another call like that.”
lunch at one of their old favorites, took the train
“I understand,” said Frank.
“I’ll call you tomorrow to see how things are,” back to New York. Before she went home, she put
said Melinda. “But I think it would probably be the pin in a safety deposit box with the gifts from
best if we didn’t see each other for a while. She Selwyn. Soon, she would take them all to a jeweler
she knew and get an appraisal. Beautiful things
needs some attention.”
“Okay.” He seemed a little stunned and for once shouldn’t sit in steel vaults; they should be out in
the world, decorating women whose husbands gave
not in control.
The next day, she called him at the office from them such tokens in lieu of their love.
That night, she was back at the kitchen table,
a phone at the Cosmo Club. She was leaving no
sitting quietly in a chat room, waiting to be found.
more trails.
She knew the exact hour they would come looking,
“How is she?” she asked.
and
she had gotten very good at waiting for it.
“She’s fine,” said Frank. “She never even
mentioned it. But she said she wants to go back to
school. And I noticed—the card with your number
on it isn’t in my wallet anymore.”
“She wants to see if you’ll notice. Don’t.”
“Okay,” said Frank.
“How are you?” asked Melinda.
“Relieved,” he said. “That was a close call.”
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